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The intention of the artist: lost contexts matter  

David W. J. Gill 
 
Classical archaeology, the study of the material remains of the 
Greek and Roman worlds, has two significant strands. The 
first is the art historical approach to classical art, notably 
sculpture and figure-decorated vases. This has its focus on 
largely decontextualised material derived from historic 
collections, some collected on the Grand Tour of Italy in the 
18th century. The second strand relates to active archaeological 
excavation and field-survey. Regional surveys or the 
excavation of cemeteries are key aspects of this type of 
investigation. These approaches have generated two distinct 
categories of material in museum collections. The first is 
derived from old collections, perhaps with limited find-spot 
information. Thus a Roman marble head could be said to be 
derived from Hadrian’s Villa at Tivoli. Related to this 
category are objects that have surfaced on the market, 
normally without find-spot information. The second category 
of material relates to objects derived from archaeological 
excavations where specific contexts have been recorded. 
Sometimes these two areas blend. Take, for example, the 
Fitzwilliam Museum, where the core of the sculpture 
collection is derived from the Grand Tour material formed by 
Thomas Brand and Thomas Brand-Hollis, or the figure-
decorated pottery from Colonel William Leake.1  

                                                
1 For Disney: Gill 1990a; Gill 2004; Vout 2012. For Leake: 
Wagstaff 2004; Wagstaff 2012. 

The emphasis on connoisseurship has led to an emphasis 
on the makers, and the question, who made it?2 The emphasis 
on context in contrast, has formulated a different question, 
who viewed it? 

The recent scandals over highly organised looting of 
classical cemeteries especially in Italy have had major 
intellectual consequences.3 Objects have been removed from 
tombs. Thus not only is their find-spot lost, but also 
information about the range of material in a specific context, 
positioning, and association with the body. If we are to ask 
questions about the intention of the artist, we need to be 
unable to understand the last resting place of the object. 

Christopher Chippindale and I explored some of the issues 
related to the display and context for marble Cycladic figures 
dating to the third millennium BC.4 How can you make sense 
of these stunning figures when some 85 per cent of the corpus 
has no known archaeological context? Were the figures 
intended to be displayed vertically or horizontally? How do 
we understand the larger categories of statue? How were they 
decorated? Are there regional variations? Is it possible to 
identify hands? Does the visual connection with Brancusi and 
Modigliani influence the way that these ancient figures are 
perceived? 

Classical art can be displayed out of context and yet the 
original intention of the artist, or perhaps more accurately the 
patron, can be understood. An obvious example is the 

                                                
2 Bothmer 1987. 
3 Chippindale and Gill 2000; Watson and Todeschini 2006; Gill 
2010b. 
4 Gill and Chippindale 1993. 
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continuous frieze from the Parthenon, a large part of which is 
displayed in the Duveen Gallery in the British Museum.5 It 
would be possible to dwell on display: facing inwards rather 
than outwards, placed relatively low, and distributed in a 
way that ignores the location on the temple. In contrast the 
new Acropolis Museum in Athens displays the fragments that 
remain in that city facing outwards, and orientated in a direct 
line of sight with the Parthenon itself. Little information has 
been lost: it is possible to locate the fragments in their exact 
position on the temple, and we can even date their creation 
thanks to the detailed temple inventories that have survived. 
Yet despite the dismembering of the structure it is possible to 
grasp the intention of the artists and supervisor of the project: 
to create a highly elaborate and ornamented temple to house 
the colossal cult statue of the patron goddess of the city of 
Athens. 

There is one further aspect to consider: what is ancient art? 
Do we consider art to consist of high status objects? Where do 
we place Roman copies of Greek originals? Do we consider 
Greek pottery fragments to be art? Are artistic objects linked 
to named artists? And where do we place items that are 
attributed to anonymous creators? When does an 
archaeological object become a work of art? 

Let me take the example of the Roman bronze parade 
helmet allegedly discovered by metal-detectorists at Crosby 
Garrett in Cumbria in May 2010.6 This provided an additional 
example of Roman cavalry armour, of which there must have 
been thousands of examples from across the provinces of the 

                                                
5 Jenkins 1994. 
6 Breeze and Bishop 2013; Gill 2014. 

Roman empire. Within a matter of months the fragments had 
been placed together so that the helmet could be placed at 
auction at Christie’s, London in early October 2010.7 It sold for 
£2.3 million. The helmet had moved from being a showy piece 
of Roman armour to being a collectable and displayable work 
of ancient art. In the autumn 2012 it featured in the major 
Royal Academy exhibition, ‘Bronze’, alongside true world-
class masterpieces. Significantly David Ekserdjian, one of the 
organisers of ‘Bronze’, now talks about the way that the 
helmet is a new addition to the canon of the study of the 
history of art.8 Yet would we now want to talk about the 
creator of this parade helmet as an artist or a more humble 
maker? 

It is also important to remember that contexts can change. 
Take for example the marble statue of the enthroned Serapis 
found in the Roman gymnasium at Salamis by members of 
the British School’s Cyprus Exploration Fund in 1890.9 This 
was subsequently presented to the Fitzwilliam Museum as 
part of the share out of the finds. The statue was a Roman 
copy of the cult statue of Serapis from Alexandria created by 
Bryaxis. Literary texts describe how the original statue was 
dark in colour and this seems to have reflected in the copy.10 It 
would be possible to answer the question of the intention of 
the artist for this statue as creating a small-scale copy of a 

                                                
7 For some of the background: Gill 2010a. 
8 David Ekserdjian, ‘Introduction’, in Breeze and Bishop 2013, 
6. 
9 Cambridge FM GR.1.1891. Munro, et al. 1891, 125, no. 3, fig. 
1; Budde and Nicholls 1964, 31-32, pl. 18, no. 56. 
10 Clement of Alexandria, Protrepticus 4.48. 
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well-known Alexandrian statue. However further excavations 
in the gymnasium discovered a marble copy of an enthroned 
Zeus Capitolinus.11 Both the Serapis and the Zeus Capitolinus 
are comparable in size, just under one metre high (both have 
lost their heads). In both cases the back of the thrones were 
unworked, and in the case of the Zeus Karageorghis noted a 
dowel hole suggested ‘the statue was supported on a base 
against a wall’.12 It is clear that architectural elements from the 
adjacent theatre were used to reconstruct the gymnasium in 
Late Antiquity. There is a possibility that these two statues 
were originally designed to be placed in the three-storeyed 
frons scenae of the theatre, and then removed after earthquakes 
had damaged the city in the first half of the fourth century 
AD.13 Thus the intention of the original artist was to make an 
impressive cult-statue that was designed to induce awe from 
its viewers in a religious context. The copyist however was 
creating a series of well-known statues that would form an 
impressive backdrop to the theatre at Salamis that would 
appeal to an educated and cultured audience. And finally the 
statues were redisplayed in the gymnasium (and bath-
complex) as part of the visual landscape of what had become 
a Christian city. 

Archaeological contexts do make a difference to 
interpretation. Take the upper part of a marble funerary stela 
once in the collection of Shelby White and Leon Levy.14 The 

                                                
11 Karageorghis 1964, 30-31, no. 25, pl. xxix. 
12 Karageorghis 1964, 32. 
13 For the theatre: Karageorghis 1964, 5. 
14 Bothmer 1990, 124-26, no. 97. For a discussion of the two 
approaches: Gill 2009. 

catalogue entry for an exhibition at New York’s Metropolitan 
Museum of Art was prepared by Elizabeth J. Milleker.15 Two 
of the figures on the stela are named: Menon and Kleobolos. 
Milleker analysed the stylistic details and came to the 
conclusion: 

Although, in overall design and subject matter, the 
stele is similar to Attic grave reliefs of the late fifth and 
early fourth century B.C., it is difficult to determine 
where it might have been carved, for it has a number of 
unusual features. 

She drew attention to features that she felt were unusual and 
non-standard, and thus placed the stela in western Anatolia. 

Milleker’s art historical approach was undermined when it 
was realised that the lower half of the stela had been 
excavated in a rural cemetery in Attica. Thus the 
iconographical anomalies were not indicative of the stela 
coming from a workshop on the eastern edge of the Aegean, 
but rather that it was the product of a rural sculptor working 
in eastern Attica. It was only the fragment derived from a 
scientifically conducted excavation that allows a more 
appropriate interpretation to be derived. It should be added 
that Shelby White has returned her fragment to Greece so that 
it can be reunited with the other fragment in the Brauron 
Museum.16 

The absence of archaeological context is highlighted by the 
acquisition of a bronze Apollo by the Cleveland Museum of 

                                                
15 Milleker is a contributor to the catalogue of New York’s 
Metropolitan Museum of Art: Picón, et al. 2007. 
16 Gill 2010b, 108, no. 11. 
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Art.17 The statue surfaced through the Swiss art market but 
comes with a reported history that includes its display in a 
gazebo in the grounds of a house in Saxony, its burial in the 
ruins of the building as a result of the Soviet invasion of 
Germany at the end of the Second World War, and the chance 
viewing by a Romanian visiting scholar. Michael Bennett, the 
curator in Cleveland, identifies the statue as a work by 
Praxiteles or by a close copy, and that it represents the Apollo 
Sauroktonos known from numerous Roman marble copies. 
Indeed Bennett rehearses a new interpretation that the reptile 
on the tree that was being lanced by Apollo was not a lizard 
(hence Sauroktonos) by the Python from Delphi, a sanctuary 
closely identified with the god. What was the intention of 
Praxiteles? And if this is a copy, what was the intention of this 
copyist? How was the original or the copy displayed? Was the 
copy made for a private or public space? Was it in the Greek 
or Roman worlds? These questions cannot, for now, be 
answered unless further fragments, or perhaps even the base, 
are found in their original context.  

The Cleveland Apollo brings us to the case of the series of 
Roman imperial statues that were apparently found in the 
Sebasteion, or temple to the imperial cult, at Bubon in Lycia, 
Turkey.18 The temple appears to have been looted in the 
1960s, the bronze statues removed, although the statue bases 
were left in place. Take for example the bronze statue of 
Marcus Aurelius that is now in Cleveland.19 This appears to 
have been placed on an inscribed statue base that remained in 

                                                
17 Bennett 2013. See also Gill 2013. 
18 Chippindale and Gill 2000, 488-89. 
19 Kozloff 1987; Christman 1987. 

situ. These statue bases allow us to understand the sequence 
and groupings of the statue. For example, the statue of 
Septimius Severus (divided between the Dorothy Wendall 
Cherry collection and the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek) apparently 
replaced the statue of Commodus. The intention of the artist 
was for the statue of the emperor to be displayed on an 
inscribed statue base in Turkey, not for the head to be 
removed and displayed in Denmark, and for the headless 
torso to be placed in a private collection in New York. The 
head of a youthful Caracalla now at Fordham University may 
be linked to the headless statue in the Houston Museum of 
Fine Arts.20 The head of Lucius Verus now in the J. Paul Getty 
Museum seems to go with the headless torso in the Museum 
of Fine Arts, Houston.21 A further bronze statue of Lucius 
Verus is in the Shelby White collection.22  

From monumental bronze sculpture I would like to return 
to bronze armour. A set of bronze cavalry armour dating to 
the 4th century BC and now in the Shelby White collection, 
includes a chamfron and the muzzle for the horse.23 A second 
set of cavalry armour was donated to Boston’s Museum of 
Fine Arts in 2003. Again this lacked contextual information 
though it had surfaced on the European market. The cuirass 
from these two sets is a distinctive type that is known from 
burials in Apulia in southern Italy. Significantly such finds are 
often found with figure-decorated fine pottery. Yet the study 

                                                
20 Cavaliere and Udell 2012, 264-67, no. 80. For caution in this 
association: Mattusch 1996, 150. 
21 Mattusch 1996, 150, 331-39, no. 51. 
22 Mattusch 1996, 331-339, no. 50. 
23 Bothmer 1990, 114-22, no. 95. 
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of Apulian pottery has been impeded by the significant loss of 
contextual information due to looting. Ricardo Elia has 
estimated that some 30 per cent of the corpus of Apulian pots, 
some 4200 pieces, surfaced between 1980 and 1992, largely 
without any archaeological information.24 Here we have two 
categories of archaeological material, ancient armour and 
figure-decorated pottery, that probably shared a common 
context, and yet their study, display and appreciation have 
been separated. More seriously, key information about their 
ancient display has been lost. 

Athenian pottery was widely distributed in the ancient 
world, and thousands of pieces have been found in 
cemeteries, sanctuaries and urban contexts in Italy.25 Many of 
the pieces were found in the extensive cemeteries of modern 
Tuscany. The Sarpedon krater, recently returned from New 
York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art to Italy, was almost 
certainly derived from a cemetery at Cerveteri in Etruria.26 
Without its context it is possible to explore the painter whose 
‘signature’ appears on the krater: Euphronios. For example it 
would be possible to consider other kraters by the same hand 
such as the Kyknos krater returned to Italy from the Shelby 
White collection.27 Or it would be possible to explore the 
iconography: the death of Sarpedon on the battlefield before 
Troy. Sir John Boardman makes the case for the aesthetic 

                                                
24 Elia 2001, 152; see also Gill 2009, 80-81. 
25 Osborne 1996; Osborne 2001. 
26 Gill 2012b. 
27 Gill 2010b, 108, no. 4. For detailed studies of the krater: 
Tompkins 1983, 58-61, no. 6; Exhibition catalogue 1990, 96-
101, no. 6. 

consideration of the krater: ‘the interest [in the krater] is 98 
per cent in its sheer existence (we know who made it, when 
and where) with only a 2 per cent loss in knowledge of what 
Etruscan grave it came from’.28 Yet think about its lost context. 
Was this krater displayed with other iconography that 
explored the Sarpedon story?29 Were other pots attributed to 
the same painter placed in the tomb? Who was buried in the 
tomb with the krater? Was there a single burial or family 
groupings? 

More intriguing is the iconography. What does a Greek 
myth, with figures identified with Greek inscriptions, say to 
an Etruscan viewer? Does the death of a hero, carried off by 
the personification of Sleep (Hypnos) and Death (Thanatos) 
under the supervision of Hermes, speak to Etruscan beliefs 
about death and the next world?  

The krater was celebrated as its acquisition by the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art passed the $1 million mark, 
placing Athenian figure-decorated pottery in the category of 
high art.30 Yet we know from contemporary trademarks 
inscribed on Athenian figure decorated pottery that the value 
of such material was very low: the cost would be in obols (6 
obols to the drachma).31 In contrast a shallow silver phiale or 
bowl from the Duvanli tumulus is worth 1 mina (or 100 
drachmas) in bullion value.32 Yet histories of Greek art 
concentrate on the contribution of pot-painters working in a 

                                                
28 Boardman 2006, 39. 
29 Silver 2009. 
30 For values in the modern market: Nørskov 2002. 
31 Gill 1991; Gill 1994. 
32 Gill 1990b. 



Page 6 

humble medium, rather than the high status and highly 
skilled work of the silver- and gold-smiths. 

This raises a wider question. Why place Athenian 
sympotic pottery in an Etruscan tomb?33 Ancient literary 
sources indicate the use of gold and silver vessels in the 
ancient symposium, and yet modern scholarship concentrates 
on their fictile equivalents by promoting pottery over plate.34 
To what extent was Athenian pottery intended to evoke gold-
figured silver plate? Was pottery ever used at an elite 
symposium? Was pottery used as a substitute for plate in the 
Etruscan funerary context?  

The intention of the artist was clearly to make a pot that 
was complete. One of the interesting developments from the 
so-called Medici conspiracy has been the way that pots 
appear to have been broken up in a deliberate way by the 
looters and middlemen and then reconstructed from the 
broken parts. This includes the example of the red-figured 
Athenian amphora attributed to the Berlin painter that was 
acquired by the Metropolitan Museum of Art.35 Additional 
fragments are reported to have been supplied by Robert Guy 
from his personal collection.36 Yet this amphora was returned 
to Italy because it appears to have been looted. Even more 
intriguing is the fragmentary Douris phiale that was returned 
to Italy from the J. Paul Getty Museum.37 The first fragment 

                                                
33 Gill and Vickers 1995. 
34 Vickers and Gill 1994. 
35 Gill 2009, 98. 
36 Gill 2012a, 81. 
37 Gill and Chippindale 2007, 228, no. 10; Godart and De Caro 
2007, 110-11, no. 24. 

was the gift of Werner Nussberger. Additional fragments 
were then purchased from Galerie Nefer, owned by 
Nussberger’s wife, in three subsequent batches; a further 
anonymous loan added more of the phiale. Yet the illicit 
source for the phiale was made clear by the appearance of 
Polaroid images that were seized in the Geneva Freeport. If 
the phiale had survived relatively intact for 2500 years, why 
was it dismembered? Perhaps this betrays an attitude where 
the art historian is keen to look for the missing fragments and 
will pay a ransom to complete the masterpiece. 

This paper has intentionally focused on looted 
archaeological material, in part because the removal of these 
objects from their lasting resting places deprives scholarship 
of key information about how they were used and viewed. 
The looting process has moved everyday objects to a new 
level where they can be considered as high art. 
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